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Eastern Michigan University Archives, Oral Histories
The EMU Logo Oral History Project: Interview with Laurence Smith (LS)
Interview conducted by History graduate student Connor Ashley (CA) and EMU lecturer Matt
Jones (MJ) on March 19m 2021 via Zoom.
Transcribed by Connor Ashley

CA:

This is Eastern Michigan University MA in History graduate student Connor Ashley, and
I'm here with former EMU administrator Laurence Smith and EMU Archives lecturer
Matt Jones. Due to the current Covid-19 pandemic, we are communicating from across
the country via Zoom. Today, I will be interviewing Mr. Smith about his recollections of
the EMU logo change process and its legacy today. Smith served Eastern Michigan
University in the role of Vice President for University Marketing and Student Affairs
from 1975 until his retirement in 1999. A graduate of the University of Rochester and the
State University of New York at Buffalo, Mr. Smith has conducted oral histories and
authored a book for the EMU Sesquicentennial in 1999. Today, Laurence Smith still
serves as a tireless advocate for students and serves as a consultant for higher education
institutions across the country. Mr. Smith, thank you for being here. Would you prefer if I
called you Laurence, Larry, or Mr. Smith?

LS:

Larry

CA:

Larry is good. I appreciate it. To start off, what can you tell me about your upbringing?

LS:

What would you like to know about my upbringing?

CA:

What were your parents like? What was your neighborhood like growing up?

LA:

Well, my father was a successful businessman, and owned a trucking company. The thing
is, what were the values that I grew up with was probably the most interesting thing. Hard
work pays off, that you create your own futures, that you're in control of your life, if you
don't like what's happening, change yourself or change what you're doing. So it produced
a lot of self-sufficiency. My father and my uncles, how their hobbies were going West

and buying a carload of unbroken horses that can bring him back to training them and
showing- that it was a hobby. So I learned a lot about the world of work as a hobby, and
that to me, there's never been a hobby one way or the other. I really like doing things that
I'm active, still active at my age, and I just feel that you're in control or you're not in
control. And of course, I think that's the important thing, though- I used to promote that
concept when I was consulting: that the test of our effectiveness at any university or
business, etc. is the positive difference we make in the life of the customer or the
consumer. I’ve always held close to that, and that probably puts me in the position to talk
about what you really want to talk about is the Huron Restoration group… uh, and what
is it that it means.
CA:

Now, did you always see yourself dedicating your life to higher education or university
administration?

LS:

Actually… no. I saw my life in search of something that was meaningful. Even as a
young person, I had been a very active young person as president of every group I
belonged to. I think it just evolved. It evolved. I was told when I became interested,
because I was president of our house fraternity at the University of Rochester, that I
really liked it, as I was rubbing shoulders closer and closer with the student affairs
people, I said “This would be a very interesting area.” I was enriched by the university,
it’s a wonderful school. And my adviser said maybe I should stick to wanting to be a
professor. And as sophisticated as I thought I was, I was not sure what he was referring
to, but as I thought about it, I confronted him. He said, “Well, it's your religion.” He said
that “You should really pursue the professor because that's where your people go… you
don't make university administrators.” That made me decide I was going to be a
university administrator.

CA:

Stick it to him, it sounds like.

LS:

Well. That’s what I wanted to do and I wasn't going to let some idiot control my life by
misdirecting me according to some stereotype. So, what I'm trying to get at is I make my
own decisions, I have my own, I have structure. I work at a university, I don't adopt
theirs, I meld mine with theirs and that opens the door to a very enriched relationship
between the employer and the employee. So, whether you're at the vice president level or
at the president-level, you have to bring your own integrity into the workplace. I advise
presidents and board chairs a lot these days, and every time I hear a president say, “Oh
I'm going to take a year. I'm going to take a year or two to really get to know the
institution before I make any big plans,” I realize that guy or lady is doomed because you
don't have a year to make big plans. You have to come in with a vision for what it is you
want to achieve. But once that vision is clearly stated, if it's connected to a plan, it doesn't

go anyplace. No matter about passion… it is not a way of resolving things. It's the way
you feel. So passion, which is the vision for the future, plus a good strategic plan, are
important if you want to achieve your goals. People who think just because they believe
in something, that's going to make a difference. It makes no difference. People who
believe that if they do something, might make a difference, they make a difference. All
right? George Carr wrote once that the nice thing about not having a plan is the fact that,
so here comes as a complete surprise, I think there's a lot of wisdom in that statement. So
the question is, why would I get involved in the Huron Restoration? Why would I get
involved in dealing with a decision made by the university? And be supportive of it as the
right decision at the right time. And I hope this is helpful.
CA:

This is very helpful. Yeah. In order to get that…

LS:

Now you know about my past. Let's go to the present.

CA:

Gotcha, yeah. In your path to EMU, do you remember who hired you for the position?
Was it a committee or a specific person?

LS:

Well, at the vice-presidential level, there's only one person [who] hires you and that's the
president. People may make recommendations, committees make recommendations, but
as in years that I was competing for the position, the decision was made basically by Jim
Brickley, who was then the president of Eastern. He, by the way, was the former
lieutenant governor. Charming. I liked working for him because he grew up in and was
part of the judicial system. I learned a lot from him. One of the things I learned from him
was, investigate before you adjudicate. Make sure you understand what the facts are, or at
least how you interpret them, and then act. And it opens the door to the year I came back
in ’75, and if I'm not wrong, that is the year they did a powwow on the campus or
something. And the people who were, I have to look at the book, does that ring true to
you from your reading?

CA:

Yes, it is.

LS:

Yeah. And the thing that amazes me is how it got killed off. People were threatened by
the idea that they might have to change… give up some of how they perceive First
People. One of the things that sensitized me to this whole issue is that in… Buffalo.
When I was there, the Director of the Natural History Museum… invited me and we got
to be friends, and they invited me over to see the damage done, and I said, “What's the
damage? In some of these cases that have been smashed?” And, you know, it's terrible. I
thought it was a person who hated Native Americans, whose houses and not everything
was smashed, but a lot of them were. And so I wondered and wondered as a young guy at

that point, just starting out my career, I guess bothered me. But having grown up in
Rochester, which is not part of the great center of the nation, though, anyway... whatever.
I was very aware of a Native American presence and First Peoples contributions. It just
bothered me and I just kept searching and searching and I met a small group of people
and they said that they were responsible for taking their cases to lift the spirits of their
ancestors and leave the cases on display. So I started to realize at a very young
professional age, that this is a complex, a real serious thing. And then books like Bury
My Heart at Wounded Knee [by Dee Brown]. Actually, I really started to feel, as I
watched things evolve, that there's something wrong. With being Jewish and having felt
some of these things. People see you as a marginal member of society rather than a fully
participating, co-founder of the country, etc. You have to look at our two original sins in
this country. One was the violation of almost every contract we ever wrote with our treaty
with the Native American people and the other is slavery… you have to realize this is in
the 70s, it’s a very different time. And hearing them talk and hearing their frustration in
knowing what they were talking about, feeling it deeply, really influenced my attitude.
Some years later, when I was a Vice President, the powwow happened not because of me
; I was a witness to the energy and everything, but the forces who control the purse
strings and attitude at the university were contrary to my own.
CA:

That's a great segue. When one of the other questions I have specifically on your role as
University Vice President for University Marketing and Student Affairs, my
understanding is that's a very unique position in the sense that it's two normally… at other
institutions, it's two separate vice president level positions. And during your time Eastern
it was one and that was your position. Do you remember any conflicting responsibilities
between being the Vice President for University Marketing and also, but separately, the
Vice President for Student Affairs?

LS:

I was a Vice President and officer of the University. It didn't matter what I was doing. I
don't, I don’t seek conflicts in that way. I would not be able to market something I don't
believe. I would not be able to… we’ll get into that as we talk about what really
happened.

CA:

In another great segue into a specific question on the Michigan Civil Rights Commission
report that came out in 1988, which highlighted Eastern Michigan University's Huron
logo as racially insensitive: Do you remember or do you have any recollections of the
thoughts of other administrators, staff, or students prior to that civil rights decision about
the Huron logo?

LS:

The few Native American students we had, yes.

CA:

Do you remember any specific reports in the Eastern Echo or any organized groups in
opposition to the Huron logo?

LS:

You know, I did not prepare for this interview looking around for, actually I didn't prepare
for it in a literal sense. I didn’t go back and get all my documents, which was probably
good because you guys are in the garbage somewhere… in the dirt. There are certain
things that you believe in. Either you act or you betray yourself. I am not that type of
person. I don't think we ever saw a conflict. And I must tell you, I worked for some pretty
good people. And, you know, Bill Shelton was the most courageous person in terms of
doing something about this. That statement that he wrote and disseminated widely, his
concept about the Learning University. These were very unique positions for a president
to take and that he deserves an “A+” for greatness because this decision with the Hurons
helped erode his presidency. Every time he went to a major event, there was a small
group of Huron supporters who wanted to retain the name or see it reestablished, and they
were nasty people in some ways, not all of them, but some of them. That went way
beyond the boundaries. And, you know, the irony is you start to see that those
antecedence is the kind of thing that promoted the Donald Trump phenomenon in terms
of what just took place, or what recently took place with the riot in the People’s House,
[Capitol Hill and the January 6th, 2021 Capitol Hill Riot in Washington D.C.] as they
refer to it and in fact that people have become so doctrinaire that they’d rather destroy
their institutions that give them the opportunity to be a doctrinaire rather than, you know,
the consequences are horrible. Shelton, Bill Shelton, he… I always applaud him because
he was steadfast, they came in on this issue and he was way before the time. Now, you
still have professional sports teams changing their name or picking neutral names for the
new teams because of people like Bill Shelton.

CA:

In focusing on that 1991 statement from Bill Shelton, President Shelton, that you
referenced, do you recall any administrators or faculty that influenced any of the
language in that statement?

LS:

Well, you know, the statement came from Bill Shelton. Reflected his beliefs, his personal
beliefs and his willingness to endure the pain afflicted as a result of being unique at a
time when this was not a big way for individuals who felt that their identities were being
appropriated, that there's a culture shift or stealing of their culture, etc..

MJ:

Can I jump in with just a little clarifying question? You said earlier that there was some
dissatisfaction expressed by Native American students pre-1988. I'm wondering if you
can remember any instances of that, how it manifested on campus?

LS:

Well, you know, the same thing that we refer to as minority students. People were going
to say, “Hey, I want to be a full member.” Yeah, I remember a student of color who came
to me one day and said, “You know, I'm Black, but I'm bright.” He said, “And every time
I have a problem, people try to get me to go deal with the problem rather than
recognizing there is a problem. And I have a presidential scholarship that I'm not… I
don't need to be referred to the Office of Minority Affairs because I happen to be Black.”
Now, it says to me I'm not equal. You can't fight with that kind of thing, It's how people
feel, it's not how you feel. And there is the difference. Now, if you can't put yourself into
their frame of reference, you can't solve the problem, because you don't understand the
problem. If they don't speak out, you don't know what the problem really is, and with the
women's movement, they separate African-American, Hispanic, the Caesar Chavez thing,
you know Eastern was great. I don't want to take credit for stuff that I didn’t do. Nobody
acts alone and makes a difference, but I had my group of people too.

MJ:

All right.

CA:

Do you recall or could you describe any strong feelings from any of the members of the
Board of Regents one way or the other on the Huron logo?

LS:

I'm not going to get into it… but yes, of course. They’re people [laughter]. But they were
great. You know, it's interesting people, people… inject their insights into other people's
behavior and they’re wrong. When the question came about providing opportunities for
faculty who were gay and the university wanted to extend the health benefits to partners,
etc., you know, our Board, who was almost all Catholic, led the moment to change it. I
remember sitting in a meeting, an off the record meeting, by the way, and this question
came up at the University, my God and they didn't want to offend anyone, they didn’t
want to do anything. And the Board members said, “Well, why should you?” You know,
they could feel it. And then Joe Antonini, who was president or CEO of Kmart, said, “My
God, we acted on this years ago. [Laughter] You know, what are you guys? You’re back
in the Dark Ages. I didn't know that existed.” And it all happened because of a young
boy, or young man I should say, who was on our Student Affairs Committee, who the
people on the Student Affairs Committee… they really just really felt he was their stump.
And one day he came out to them. He was upset because of something and the Board
members on the Student Affairs Committee said this is terrible. And that opened a door.
And someone said, “If you can do it for students, you can do it for faculty and staff.” That
was the issue. At one time the military didn’t want gay students or gay people or
anybody, and that door was closed to people if they were openly gay. There was a lot of
passion around all of these issues. Each one had its own passion. And collectively, they
represented a class of people who were upset with the world in which they lived because

they weren't getting the respect and full share of the benefits. Am I being pretty clear on
all this stuff I hope?
MJ:

Absolutely.

CA:

In the Eastern Echo, one administrator at the time there were three mascots that were
chosen and one administrator stated that he didn't care which mascot was chosen, just that
it was. Did you find that that was a common belief among people during the process?

LS:

Which people?

CA:

Faculty, administrators, students, that…

LS:

I had no way of valuing something like that. I think that people basically supported the
change. This is what people were saying, you know, in 20 years no one will ever
remember being a Huron, but that's not what turned the vote. That’s part of another story.

CA:

You were quoted as saying, and I quote, “People support what they've helped create and
build.” Do you see yourself or do you see other administrators, staff or students that
helped build or create a post-Huron world, an EMU “Eagle” University?

LS:

Well, I think you’re blowing this whole thing, just the way we're talking about it, as if it
was crippling the institution, that it was a major error. 80 percent of the University
[inaudible], a couple thousand faculty and staff, there’s a whole range of things. But
people basically start to conform. If you want to change culture, you've got to change
behavior. Behavior in my scheme, you know, leads to the change approach. Just think
about smoking, once you change people’s behavior by passing laws, you can't smoke
inside, you can't do this, you can't do that. Public spaces are off-grounds for smoking. Go
outside, there’s a bench you can sit at, if you’re waiting for your airplane, etc. Those
behaviors, people say it’s too frustrating and all the stuff about cancer is that maybe that's
why I have a cough that doesn’t go away. And now all of a sudden the fulcrum changes
and to use a popular phrase of today- is this where people pivot from one side you know?
So my wife and I were at a restaurant table, next to us [they were] smoking and the
smoke was blowing right in our [faces]. You could taste the smoke as much as the food.
And one guy lit up a cigar. It was just bad. So I said, “Look, you gotta stop smoking.
You're ruining our dinner. You got to do something about this.” And the guy said, “You're
right.” And he called over a [server]. [Larry’s home telephone rings]. “You know, you
ought to find a different table for these people, put them outside or something.” So with
so many different ways of looking at change in how the culture shifted, why people look
today, I mean we should celebrate. We have taken massive steps. At the same time, we

have taken ugly steps. They, the people who sacked the Capitol or I don't care what
anybody says, in my framework they did something unholy. They did something horrible.
It's not the way to solve problems- by beating people to death. You unleash the mob, you
unleash the anger and hostility, the civil rights of our own. And eventually people who
say it's not worth destroying everything we're doing take a stand now against something
that is probably the right thing to do.
MJ:

Can I ask you a follow up there? There were people that thought about the Huron logo
change too. They thought the university tradition would be destroyed. What do you have
to say to that? How founded or unfounded do you think that opinion was?

LS:

Well you know, that's why people always want to maintain the tradition. If you work with
a university or a business, these are the same people that are all over the place. You know,
there's not a university type of person that did a blood test on, you would say “ah ha” a
university person. We’re people, we’re a nation, we’re a community, we’re a
neighborhood, we’re a family or whatever you want. OK, we are who we are. We have
certain beliefs. People subject themselves to changes that they don't like, they don’t
destroy everything around them, at least in a civilized country. So, I just feel that those
people who felt that the world was going to come to an end and that was OK for us. And
this was deeply offensive to them and I never marginalized those people. I never said if I
supported it. The great irony is I have lived in Seattle now for 10 years. This guy comes
to Seattle to live and work, and he's a young person. And his biggest failure in our
discussion suggested that we set up a chapter of the Huron Restoration. I mean there’s not
that many in the area, between here and Oregon. And he really is the nicest guy, but he is
a Huron fan. And he can’t get that out of his bloodstream. And you know I tried to sit
with them, and I don’t think he ever was a Huron but he was a strong believer. But
Detroit or The Washington Post. And he really is the center of but he is a freelancer and
he can't get that out of this. And I tried to sit with them and it was interesting. Years later,
I don't think he ever was a strong, strong believer that we now are a few students that we
should be trying to save the day you're [Inaudible]. There were several people that took
this as their fight, I think had a legitimate set of feelings. I could see their point of view,
even though there were lawsuits and I was deposed ten thousand times because I was a
strong, strong, strong advocate and in my own way stronger than anyone had ever
realized. But again, I think that Shelton’s presidency paid the price and the university
paid the price because you don't want that kind of negative attitude within the institutions,
not healthy. But we survived and the proof of the pudding is to [inaudible]. President
[Susan Martin] allowed the band to do something with the Huron and a couple of people
that are still alive, you know, maybe say, “Hey, we're on our way back [to the logo],” they
said, and I said “The university band, in my life, has never influenced the behavior of the
university.”

MJ:

Well, can I ask one more thing here? I don't want to step on Connor’s toes too much. But
you mentioned you talked about how you have to see the other side of the argument and
respect it, even if you don't agree with it. And I think that's true. I'm wondering if
everybody operated that way or if there were some people on…

LS:

If somebody comes in and they say anti-Semitism, anti-Hispanic, anti-Black, anti-this are
all positions because our you know, we're losing control of the country. Those are
dangerous people. We're not losing control. Nobody loses control. You give it up. But you
give it up or it’s taken from you, because more people feel the other way than you do if
it's a democratic process or sometimes it’s a democratic process and sometimes it's forced
on you. But the point I'm trying to make is that you set your agenda and the agenda was
reshaped. The national Indian movement name, whatever it was called. Maybe I forgot, I
may have the acronyms screwed up here, but their speaker got up in front of our Board,
not from the Huron group, not from the Eastern group, but applauded us. Bill Shelton got
a lot of recognition nationally for his great position. And he suffered from the fact that the
people who spoke out were the people who were upset. People who weren't upset, they
got what they believed right. They didn’t have calendar marches, they didn’t have dyed
shirts, but the corrosiveness of the Huron group in terms of how they approach things is
unacceptable to me, but “my dog ain’t in this place” as someone told me. OK, The fact is
I'm wondering in my own mind. Yeah, this whole thing, the fact that we're talking about
it today. A lot of years later, the world has changed. We were in the front of that change,
we should take great pride, but it’s probably best buried. Who needs to resurrect? But
again, the two great problems are far less than the thing that America, white people, are
becoming the minority. Not the majority. I think it's great.

CA:

You've referenced it a little before with professional organizations just now sort of
relieving their Native American mascots, First People's mascots. There are also other
institutions of higher education… Central Michigan University comes to mind, and still
holds the Chippewa name. What do you see as the role of a project like this in…?

LS:

I didn’t mean to be rude. Ask the question again.

CA:

How do you compare the EMU process and is there anything that you learned in your
role as an administrator through the logo change process that could possibly benefit other
institutions who might go through this process?

LS:

Yes. You reminded me about it, but I will tell you the thing that was a turning point was
that one of the Board Meetings, one of the representatives of the national Indian
movement, or whatever word it’s called. Some people don't like the word Indian, so it

doesn’t matter what position you hold, so you use the word First Nations, Peoples, or
Native People, we're not Indian. It was because somebody thought they landed a boat in
India, versus these untamed shores, is how they became called Indians. But a gentleman
appeared, a highly distinguished articulate person and talked about the impact of being
peoples mascots. And a person from the Hurons says, “We want to be Hurons.” He said
“You aren’t a Huron, you can’t be a Huron.” And he said, “You know, it's our children
who are affected.” He said “We live at a high rate of alcoholism, of people trying to
escape from their reality by drinking to excess and whether it's Native Americans that
may be more susceptible to being too sensitive to alcohol as a drug.” We said that wasn’t
the issue. He said, “You know, it's terrible that you've never been to any reservations. You
haven't seen the immorality in their tradition [erased in] a white school. They cover the
white man's way, forget about their lack of teaching or language, learn that language and
not the subject. It comes down to my kid, my little boy. We are feeling inferior because
he's a Native American. There's something wrong. So there’s something wrong, why
should he have realized that the only way in movies is in incomplete sentences? But now
we want to know that kind of stuff. The areas that don't make us look foolish. They
always show us staggering around town as short as marginal people, etc.. You don't think
this has an impact on my little boy, you’re out of your mind. This is the kind of thing that
robs of his dignity.” This guy, he was phenomenal. And I really think that the people who
make decisions, for the first time maybe ever, but wasn't the first time anybody ever
thought of it, in those people you could see a shift. You could feel it, because after the
meeting people said, “You know, that was. Let me tell you about my kid. Let me tell you
what I experienced.”
CA:

In your 1999 sesquicentennial book [Eastern Michigan University: A Sesquicentennial
Portrait], there's a photo that is part of our class files. Do you recognize that photo? Of
the pre 1971 EMU mascot logo?

LS:

You know, I haven't seen them in a long time. I never told anybody, but I think it’s pretty
disgusting. Hurons never killed anybody. They weren't that kind of behavior. Yeah, the
problem really is exacerbated by the fact and this is going to change because of Biden,
because there’s already proof that it's changing, we don't educate people. You know, we
don't have sensitivity opportunities for people to experience what it is, how you care.

CA:

Do you recall that specific logo of the pre-1971 Huron mascot? Do you recall where you
were able to locate that?

LS:

Yeah, you know how much reading I do. I don't recall. I think I brought awareness with
me. By the way, the system, the whole thing… I came from a school that was 80 percent
Black and where Hispanics are also taken out of school in their senior year by their

families. I know some people say that's not true; this is true because the fathers would
take the kids out because they would not marry within the faith. I would not agree with
him that I would not want to be further exposed, especially the girls, and how I know this,
because they would come and seek help at my level because they knew who I was and
what I stood for, to find the scholarship money, so that they could become independent.
So they continued their education. So I was surrounded by this.
MJ:

Can I [ask] one more question here? Probably won't be one more. But you said earlier
that the majority of the people supported the change of the logo. But when we go back in
our research, as we've done pretty extensively with the Eastern Echo and looked for what
kinds of things were being said, it's just inundated with some Huron supporters, whether
they're just writing in an op-ed or whether… The paper just seems like they want to cover
the Huron supporters. Were they, do you think, were they just trying to create a story?
Because I'm surprised to hear that so many people did support the change when it seems
like the image being presented was that it was a much bigger fight than it was. Do you
think that was true?

LS:

If it were true, they would have rebranded them so. Interesting. It's an interesting question
you asked. Here’s the problem. Most people don’t act, I have raised a lot of funds in my
life there, certain causes that are really important to our people. It's important to you, it's
your fight, not mine. So let me draw this a little further down the road here. When all was
said. More was said than done. It didn't matter which side. But to rile people, to speak
out, to stand up, that's not easy to do. We're taught not to do it. You would call attention
to yourself. [Inaudible] [Larry’s home telephone rings] Look at the injustices in the
South. You look at the people trying to restrict the voting laws in this country because
they feel that the Democrats have raised more people, than the minority groups, than the
Republicans can. Yeah, it's sickening to use them to contravene people's rights. That's
what Hitler did. Now, I’m not comparing these people to Hitler, but Hitler never did
anything basically illegal because he always had the people pass laws that made what he
was doing [legal]. Now I use the word “always;” always is an incorrect word, but he
always legitimized [his actions]. Or making sure there's no fraud, to make sure… it's all
B.S., right. So people don't want to get involved. They just want to live their own happy
life. If you don't believe that then you must be living in some other place than where I
live.

CA:

It's in your tenure at the university as Vice President for University Marketing and
Student Affairs, your team that worked with you and for you in Student Affairs seems to
be a very tight knit group. And over and over in our research materials, you referenced it
at the beginning. They quote you as saying “the test of our effectiveness is the positive
difference we make in the life of an individual student.” Do you think the EMU logo

change was effecting positive change on individual students or on Eastern Michigan
University as a whole?
LS:

Say it again.

CA:

Do you think that changing the Huron logo to the Eagles and identifying the Huron logo
as racially insensitive was effecting positive change for students and for the university?

LS:

Obviously. Based on everything I just said, how could you come to any other
conclusions? But you know what the process is. And I laugh because this is the point that
never gets covered: it wasn’t over because we changed the name from Hurons, it was
“what should we change the name to?” And when we changed his name, I was very
involved in the process. I am not an avid sports person. And, you know, to me, sports
itself is a strange world. It is its own world. It was, why [did] you pick the name Eagles?
My God, they're four other teams named Eagles. There's kids’ teams across the country.
It's sort of funny because there's a different appreciation for the environment. It's just
interesting how people react to certain things. So I looked through my friends and I said,
“I don't want to be an Eagle- some bird plucking salmon swimming up-stream.” You
know, pick something that’s exciting.

CA:

Is there anything you have any did you offer any alternatives to Eagles that made it into
the final draft?

LS:

I helped chair the process with coming up with the name. The committee came up with
the name Eagles. If you said to me, “Larry, how many teams are there professionally or
semi-professional called the Eagles?” I wasn’t… [laughter] that wasn’t my concern.

MJ:

Can you remember any of your least favorite ideas for the mascot?

LS:

No. You know, to me, [inaudible] Everybody took it seriously, but not everything was
serious. Yeah, I don't want to be a burden and say we’re going to be the emus… You don't
even eat emus. You go to a grocery store and say you want a pound of emu. Yeah, go
ahead and check the can in the bag.

CA:

During that committee process to change the name, one of the names that was offered up
was the Zulu's. Do you recall that? And do you remember…

LS:

That was not offered up! That was offered up by one person, Les Bates, and people were
shocked. People have said, if you think we're going to be the Zulus, do you know
anything about who the Zulus are? You know what those who stand for you know what

this is, what it's on with, what you know. But it upset a person who went, well, but was
clearly inarticulate coming up with that as a suggestion. But what he was saying is, “I
don't care what [we choose]. I just don't want to be a Huron.” But the fact that he used the
word Zulu, it's the whole point, that he was trying to make it seem was a robbery person,
trying to do something, to move us along- the wrong choice of words for how he really
felt. That's how I interpreted it. As we mentioned, it is a little bit of a chuckle. Some
people like, “Wow, this is astonishing.” Some people act like we were awakening our
anger and that was it. There's never any discussion about it. There was never any vote
against. Not to my knowledge.
CA:

How would you describe the influence from the Ypsilanti community on the EMU logo
change?

LS:

Benign, unconcern. Either for it or against it. The topic of, the way we're speaking about
this, this was not the only thing going on in the world.

MJ:

Yeah, I have another question because you mentioned athletics and I wondered if Gene
Smith was supportive. And I also wonder how much the finances for athletics factored
into the decision to change it. How much money are we talking about?

LS:

You mean literally in a move away from Huron?

MJ:

Yeah, because wouldn't they have to redesign jerseys, signage?

LS:

They do it anyway, right? Yeah, there is private uniform money for these things. OK.
There's always money. First, are you getting the return to…

[Zoom connection goes out briefly]
CA:

Just wanted to make sure I went out for a second there. I'm back now recording, so I
apologize. Can you see me? I've never had that happen before and this is quite possibly
the worst possible time in my higher education career for that to happen.

MJ:

OK, well, I guess we want to uncover some of the things that were said and done in those
meetings. And I think that you have given us quite a bit so far because a lot of these
things only exist buried in the archives. And I had to dig a lot of it out to give to the
students. And one of the things that I'm interested in, and I know that the class is
interested in, is that we hear names thrown around all the time in all of this research and
some of these people we can't talk to because they're no longer with us. And we know
that they were key players. And I guess one of those people I wondered if you could give

me your impressions of a couple of the people involved, like John Burton, who we'd love
to be able to talk to, but he's no longer with us. But he seems like such an integral part of
the process and sometimes not a particularly agreeable one.
LS:

He was a union appointee for the UAW, I believe. I think that's where to strike. And he
was elected to the Board by the Board right there, by the Governor. I like John Burton,
and he was the only vote against. [Smith’s phone rings] It's a phone call- I have to take it.
My memory is failing. Maybe he got another political act and the people who were
behind the scenes, who also had very, very strong feelings and influence as to what they
want the world to be, I think that they're real. Assurances that the issue became more
important than. What I thought of the collective shouting of the campus, people are
enormous and people are so tired of noise from an overheated teacher, that by this point,
they just think that somehow they can get it stopped. Yeah, I think the Board and one of
the most powerful people in the institution, that's the change. And we're shocked. The
world did make a difference. The train was moving and a train was moving into the
opposite direction away from that person or people who identified with him. And with
that situation, there is no there no way to stop the train.

MJ:

That 's so interesting, because the train still seems to still have to run because people still
talk about it. Connor just did an interview with his former high school coach who brought
out “Once a Huron, Always a Huron” paraphernalia. So it doesn't stop.

LS:

Neither side doesn't make a difference. Who is your coach?

CA:

His name is Kelly Branch. He was my high school football coach. He graduated in 1990.

LS:

So he’s still a Huron right? In his brain?

CA:

Ironically enough, I interviewed him about the project, but he didn't really have any
strong feelings. He just happened to be gifted “Once a Huron, Always a Huron,” and he
donated it to me so I could donate it to the Archives.

LS:

Yes, good for him. [Laughter] There’s some humor to this too.

CA:

So one of the overarching questions for this class that we sort of as a group came up with
is sort of what do you think is the responsibility of higher education institutions like
Eastern Michigan University and affecting social change in the broader community,
region or state?

LS:

Right now, the American people have devalued education. On one level, at least, the
papers say they value it, but so when I got to Eastern, seventy three percent of students'
cost was cash that was covered by appropriated dollars. When I left, I think it was about
twenty five or 10, 15 or something. So what happened as budgets for prisons had to be
revised upward for other kinds of benefits, the society- the one place they could hedge
discretionary funds was how much they spent on education. So now you're going to
school and your tuition is going up every year and every year, every year. The legislators
are saying “They {universities] don't need all these things. They don't need this and that,”
but [what] they don't say is, “Hey, we took away their funds.” You understand where I'm
coming from? There are people today who say that, who don’t send their kids to school,
they say “Everybody doesn't need a college degree.” And they are right. Everybody
might benefit from it- from more education. And part of the problems we confront are
resulting from a lack of teaching people [what they need to know]. The thing that I
always think that sports taught, was supposed to have taught anyway, at least when I was
a student, was that sports taught kids how to relate to each other. Sports taught how to
give up individual feelings for the team. From the team to the school. Yeah. And that’s
the value of the sport- to create, you know, disciplined people. I think that universities
and colleges have a moral responsibility to educate people to the value system that is at
least the average value, that people think they work under to educate them, what it really
means. We can't tell people history doesn't repeat itself or history repeats itself. History
doesn't repeat itself. We repeat it. It's us who seem to make the same dumb mistakes.
Now, these are very complex questions, but I think higher education is a place where we
really go as a young person for understanding when you started to read Hobbes and you
started to read all the books on social philosophy. So one of the things we're getting rid of
is philosophy. So are we going to turn everything into a trade school because businesses
are over invested?

CA:

Matt, do you have any questions remaining for Mr. Smith?

MJ:

I have volumes of questions for Mr. Smith and hopefully he's going to let me ask him
over the course of the next year or so. And even when we do more, when we have more
talks like this, my boss, the university archivist [Alexis Braun Marks], I asked her “Is
there anything you want to ask Larry Smith while we're on the line with him?” All she
said was “Yes. Ask him when he's going to sit down and do a full life history interview
with us.” So that's her question. Right before the pandemic hit last year, we were talking
pretty seriously about pulling some money together to just fly me out there to talk to you.
So this is how desperate we are to get your full story.

LS:

You like to ask? I think we're running out of time.

MJ:

I think one thing that strikes me is that you are known here both by the people who
worked for you and now by me and people who weren't even here at the time, you're
known as somebody who really pulled together a very familial atmosphere here and made
everybody, at least everybody in your sphere, feel like they were working together on the
same projects, on the same page. And so that, to me, makes me think that you really put
value into the culture of EMU. And so when you had such a central role in moving and
changing the culture here away from one where something like an insensitive or racist
mascot was important, moving it towards something better, I just think it's not even really
a question. I just think that's very special. I think that's a huge contribution.

LS:

And I wonder whether or not I had an impact. I like to think I had a major impact.

MJ:

Oh yeah.

LS:

Twenty five years. If you can’t do something in 25 years, you’ve failed. I had wonderful
people that we hired. We hired good people, we hired people who had value orientation,
they were joining a community they wanted. We wanted to do things that didn't exist for
people who needed them. We weren't afraid to venture out with a new idea. And, you
know, I got to tell you something: for every attractor, for every person who was attracted
[to what we were doing] there were people who were not attracted. I remember when we
did something and the family members of a kid in the College of Education came to see
me. They were very upset, accusing me of ruining the university. And I sat down and
after they talked about the danger that I add to the school and their well-being, I said,
“Well, what is your basis for all of this? What are you looking at that I don't [see]?” They
said, “Well, you’ve increased enrollment so much that instead of having eight or nine
people in my seminars, I now have twenty-eight.” What touches me is, how do you fight
something like that? You have too much power. Then, when I left, the whole thing
became untenable because it took a powerful person to hold all that crap together. Now, I
don't care whether it's the president or vice president. I work for presidents, every one of
the, I consult with them to let them know what we’re doing. Even Tony Evans, the
interim president, and [EMU Provost] Ron Collins and I were good friends. I took the
position that if the faculty aren't happy, then the institution isn’t happy. [But the president
then] Bill Shelton, I respected every one of them- they had a hard job and their agendas
were [fine] and they wanted to build a stronger university. There was no one who was
like, “A-ha! Now I can destroy the school, tear it apart. But it happens anyway in some
ways because we had people with ambitions. And so the [unintelligible]. Everybody
wanted a piece. But, you know, you can't have a piece of something sometimes if you
can't control the whole thing; you can't have a beautiful building on a weekly basis.

MJ:

Well, I think we're trying to, Alexis and I, are trying actively to, just in our small way, try
to reignite that sort of tightly knit familial feeling here by drawing on things that
happened in the past. And a lot of that comes from you.

LS:

Yeah, I appreciate the thought.. I don’t know [EMU President] Jim Smith, but I think he
is someone whose heart is the school. I have never met a president who didn’t have a
group of people... And not only at Eastern. I have consulted with a huge number of
universities, and in the last couple of years, we've been focusing on boards and
presidents. Everybody has the answers and there's always people who want to hang onto
the past. It’s not the thing to hang onto. But there are some people who want to give away
the traditions of the past, which are important to hang onto. And higher education’s
tradition of being able to impart knowledge and education to young people about what's
right and what's going on. And I have grandchildren and children that are forcing
institutions to become responsive. One of the things that I've noticed as I raise funds is
that people want to have a say in making sure those funds are going to be used in a
certain way, whereas when I was growing up, [unintelligible]. I don’t want to be
involved in everything I give money to. But these people want to follow the money, to
quote [All The President’s Men] and that makes a difference. Because whether I give you
a hundred dollars or a hundred thousand dollars, and you don't spend it to do good,
you’re never going to get another penny.

MJ:

Well, that was a really wonderful answer to that.

CA:

Yeah, and I just wanted to take this time to thank you for sitting down, even virtually,
across the country and contributing to this oral history about the EMU logo change. So
you have my appreciation and I know you have Matt’s as well. So thank you.

MJ:

Thank you, Larry. Hopefully we'll be talking soon.

LS:

Ok, you have my phone number.

MJ:

I have your phone number. Yep. And we're going to be talking to Glenna [Frank Miller]
here next week about the same thing, about the logo change process, too. So she says
hello. She always makes a point to tell me to tell you hello.

LS:

Tell her I said “hello” and that she has touched the lives of so many students and done so
much good work. I always counted her as one of the people who could always see the
intrinsic value and has intrinsic love for our world. She was unbelievable and is still an
unbelievable force of nature.

MJ:

Yes, she is! You both are!

CA:

Thank you, Larry.

